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Abstract 
The job of the intercultural mediator deals with the relationship between two or more individuals from different cultures. Within 
this relationship, the mediator should be able to start a process of common learning, through which the involved parties learn to 
confront, to be willing to listen, to be open mind to the culture of others and to find new forms of communication and of 
understanding. In this regard, there are many scholars who have emphasized the need to distinguish between different types of 
skills. In this context, it seems relevant to reflect on the role of intercultural mediator both in the school and within public health 
and social services to which the families of immigrants in Italy must necessarily resort. Therefore, it will try to highlight the 
many functions and the specific skills of intercultural mediators in educational and social-health services in which they operate. 
In the light of a brief survey on the current legislation concerning the professional figure and the functions assigned to the 
mediator, it will put the emphasis on the gap between the ever-increasing relevance of this figure in many areas of society and the 
absence of a law that defines its role in Italy. 
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1. Introduction 
It is only from the Nineties that the need to employ cultural-linguistic mediators in the interactions with the 
immigrants and to promote a social policy aimed at responding their requests and satisfying their needs was felt in 
Italy (Belpiede, 2002, pp.23-25.). 
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At the beginning, the first mediators were employed in first reception facilities and foreign offices and their main 
task was to function as interpreters. Later, after the emergency phase, mediation was considered not only as an 
interpreting activity, but also, and especially, as a support action to the social integration of the foreigners, as well as 
a means to facilitate the access to the various services on the territory. In the last few years, the increasing presence 
of foreigners and, in particular, the progressive increase of the family units, with the resulting growth of the demand 
for performances in the field of health and educational services, have highlighted how, by now, even in Italy this 
circumstance has acquired a character of stability that can’t be overlooked if the will is to lay the foundations for an 
effective integration between natives and foreigners. Such awareness has induced the institutions themselves to 
overcome the perspective of the emergency and to reorganise the services offered on the territory according to the 
new requirements. To this end was started a review of the role of the mediator, to whom is also required, in addition 
to the basic training, the acquisition of a domain expertise to be employed in the various social, health and 
educational services in which he is going to work. The variety of the services in which the intercultural mediator is 
called to work entails the acquisition of a series of not only across-the-board, that is necessary in all the fields of 
intervention, but also specialised, that is specific for each field of intervention, skills (Susi, 2004, pp. 31-32). In this 
regard, it is important, in our view, to take a moment to examine two fields that play a fundamental role, since they 
affect two existential spheres – the health and social one and the educational one – that absolutely cannot be ignored 
by the family units of the immigrants living in the host country.   
 
2.  The roles of the intercultural mediator within the educational and the health and social services 
Among the skills that the mediator must acquire to provide an adequate support to the immigrant users and to 
ensure an effective mediation between the operators and the users, we can consider, first of all, a good knowledge of 
the language, both spoken and written, of the immigrant and of the host country (including the knowledge of the 
technical terms related to the specific field in which he provides his services). He should then “know how to 
interpret, in terms of culture, the social and cultural discomfort that the immigration process entails, making sure 
that this discomfort is clear to the Italian operator, creating the conditions for the immigrant user/patient to express 
it”(Fiorucci, 2004, p.81). Essentially, the mediator will have to establish a connection between the immigrant people 
and the health and social facilities in order to provide adequate answers to the implicit or explicit questions of the 
foreign users and to their integration needs. With this purpose, he will also have to possess a wide knowledge of the 
social context and of all the regulatory aspects related to healthcare, to the national social service, to education, to 
work and to the stay in the host country. Moreover, he will have to be able to foresee the possible conflicts that, 
sometimes, may arise from the encounter of different cultures and traditions and that may represent an 
insurmountable obstacle to the integration and, in particular, to the access to the medical care (Bouchard, Mierolo, 
2000, p.44). On a practical level, the activity of the mediator is performed through actions that he carries out 
autonomously, including personal interviews with the user, the assistance in the translation and compilation of the 
forms, as well as the provision of clear and comprehensive information on the existing social, health and legal 
practices, on the rights and obligations and on the Italian legislation. With regard to the activities of reception, 
listening, interpreting and identification of the needs, instead, the operators must support the mediator, who should 
cooperate in the implementation of intercultural projects concerning the analysis, the study and the collection of data 
on foreign communities, and also during education courses and debates, on the occasion of which he should, above 
all, provide information on the countries of origin of the users (culture, education, healthcare, etc.).  
3. The role of the mediator in the school context 
Cultural mediators started to be employed in the Italian school only in recent times and with a considerable delay 
compared to their use in other fields, such as the social and health one (Johnson P. Nigris E., 1996: pp.403-409). At 
present, it appears that, despite the delay with which this profession has made its entry in the Italian school, the use 
of cultural mediators in this field is becoming more and more widespread, as even among the teachers has grown the 
awareness of the need of a professional able to play a role of mediation between the school and the immigrant users.     
The activities performed by the mediator in the school are various and, above all, differentiated depending on 
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whether they are addressed to the immigrant children and teens, to the families, to the teachers and the other 
operators or to the local pupils. The relationship that this professional establishes with the various individuals is 
undoubtedly of a educational kind. In fact, towards the foreign pupil, his role is to support the child or the teen that 
has just arrived in the host country and to help them insert themselves into the school context, playing “ a role of 
reception, ‘tutoring’ and support” (Favaro G., 2001, p.21). In essence, the role of the mediator is to reassure and help 
the immigrant student to express his anxieties and fears, as well as to foster his integration in the new school through 
orientation activities able to provide him with useful information on the new environment and on the many and 
varied implicit and explicit rules that characterize it. Moreover, the mediator can contribute significantly to sensitise 
the teachers on everything related to the personal life experience of the foreign students they have in their 
classroom, and offer them a considerable support during the phase of reception and integration of these pupils. 
Furthermore, he can play an important role in the educational planning and can help the teachers themselves and the 
local students to modify the stereotypes with which the immigrants are generally perceived. On this issue, to be able 
to manage in the best way possible the interpersonal relations and the roles that he is called to assume from time to 
time, the mediator, besides possessing the basic competences required in all fields (a good knowledge of the 
language and culture of the host country and of at least one of the vehicular languages of the ethnic groups, etc.), 
must have good communicative skills and specific pedagogical and educational competences. It should not be 
forgotten, in fact, that the relations established by the mediator in the school are of a educational kind and, therefore, 
require a specific expertise in the fields of communication, entertainment and group management, as well as a 
detailed knowledge of the premises and of the administrative and didactic organisation systems of the school where 
he is called to work and, finally, a remarkable ability to build interpersonal relationships and to prevent and manage 
the possible conflicts that may arise in the context of the relations between natives and foreigners (Favaro, 
Fumagalli, 2004, pp. 171-172).     
4. Conclusions  
To conclude this brief close examination on the role and the functions of the intercultural mediator, it is worth to 
highlight the importance of this professional. Indeed, as we noted earlier, the mediator has the responsibility to assist 
and facilitate the integration of the immigrant in the host country, to implement intercultural interventions and to 
tear down the social barriers of exclusion and segregation. Of course, all of this presupposes “an educational 
intentbasic, a pedagogical project, supported by a clear political will, not episodic but forward-looking”(Tarozzi, 
2004, pp.308-309). Moreover, as mentioned previously, since the work of the mediator is essentially aimed at 
promoting the creation of positive relations based on dialogue and confrontation between diversities, he finds 
himself having to assume the role of “pedagogical operator”. Indeed, to promote behaviour patterns able to contrast 
the phenomena of exclusion and discrimination and to foster new ways of communicating and new possibilities of 
understanding, the mediator must be able to put to use a series of educational strategies designed to transmit new 
value systems and to arouse a broad intercultural sensibility.       
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